CHAPTER

Chemical Nature of Vitamin D

IN DISCUSSING the discovery of vitamin A it has been pointed
out that the deficiency state involving this nutrient long antedated
any definite knowledge of its etiology, and that, while some success
was realized in its dietary treatment, it was not until after the experi-
mental production of the pathological state in animals that rapid
progress was possible in the accumulation of exact knowledge
of the dietary factor involved. Liver was known before the Christian
era to be a specific remedy for night-blindness; Lind and others
knew of the virtues of fresh vegetable foods as preventives of scurvy;
and Takaki eradicated beriberi from the Japanese navy by instituting
a dietary reform. The experimental production of these diseases in
animals was promptly followed, in every instance, by extremely rapid
advance of knowledge, both of the nature of the missing substance in
diet, and of the physiology and pathology of these states. The history
of the advancement of knowledge of rickets and of antiricketic sub-
stances followed a comparable course.
The use of cod liver oil as a therapeutic agent appears to date
from its employment by Darby in 1789, at the Manchester Infirmary.
It was then a "medicine" whose usefulness was not well defined. Its
use for rickets was first reported in 1824 by Schuette and although
it continued to be administered for this purpose, its specific value
remained unrecognized for nearly a century. Thus, Rowland ('20)
held reservations when he said, "Cod liver oil has been used empirically
for a long time. It is regarded by many physicians as a specific in
the treatment of this disease (rickets). This is perhaps too strong a
praise, but there is no -doubt as to its usefulness. Its effect, however,
is not very prompt or marked." Yet in 1918 Mellanby had produced
rickets in puppies, and had compared the value of several kinds of
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